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Summary in English 
This fourth semester project revolves around our self-
constructed term academic racism i.e. academic work that 
unintentionally reproduces racism through power, othering, 
categorization and the differentiation of “us” and “them”. 
Academic racism is explored through setting a historical 
context, defining academic racism and establishing a 
theoretical basis by use of cultural studies theories by 
Richard Jenkins, Stuart Hall and Lila Abu-Lughod. Abu-
Lughod’s work “Writing Women’s Worlds – Bedouin 
Stories” is used as a case study and critique is made of the 
work. Hopefully we have thereby raised awareness of the 
problem.  
Through our study we have concluded that it is almost 
impossible to avoid academic racism, because it will always 
intentionally or unintentionally occur within an anthro-
pological study.  
Summary in Danish 
Dette fjerde semester projekt omhandler vores selv-
konstruerede betegnelse akademisk racisme dvs. akademiske 
værker som utilsigtet reproducerer racisme igennem brug af 
magt, andetgørelse, kategorisering og differentieringen af 
”os” og ”dem”. 
Vi har undersøgt akademisk racisme gennem etableringen af 
en historisk kontekst, en definition af akademisk racisme, en 
etableret teoretisk basis og ved brug af teorier fra kultur- og 
sprogmøde studier af Richard Jenkins, Stuart Hall og Lila 
Abu-Lughod.  Vi behandler Abu-Lughods værk ”Writing 
Women’s Worlds – Bedouin Stories” som en case og har lavet 
en kritik af værket. Forhåbentligt har vi derved øget 
opmærksomheden omkring problemet. 
Gennem vores undersøgelse har vi konkluderet at det næsten 
er umuligt at undgå akademisk racisme fordi det altid vil 
opstå bevidst eller ubevidst i et antropologisk studie. 
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Problem Definition 
The aim of this project is to explore the dynamics behind 
cultural encounters in western society, in connection to the 
problems associated with academia in this given field. The 
problem surfaces through the continuous use of 
generalizations in subcategories, categorization, othering and 
the discursive use of us and them in academia. We have 
labelled this problem academic racism which in turn will be 
explored and contextualized through “Writing Women’s 
Worlds – Bedouin Stories” by Lila Abu-Lughod, her theories 
and research in order to justify our proclamation of it taking 
place. Therefore the prime focus of this project is to make the 
reader aware of a problem not previously accounted for and 
creating opportunities for viewing it objectively. 
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Research Questions 
• What is the definition of academic racism, and how 
can we explain it?  
• What are the definitions of othering, categorization and 
the differentiation of us and them and how do they 
work? 
• What is the linguistic and the cultural turn and how 
have these influenced contemporary cultural studies? 
• What are Lila Abu-Lughod theories regarding 
anthropology and field work? 
• Does Abu-Lughod succeed in obtaining objectivity and 
avoiding academic racism? 
• What points of criticism are there regarding the work 
by Abu-Lughod? 
Theoretical basis 
The project is based on theoretical work within the field of 
culture studies. The literature we use is mainly from culture 
studies but sociological work is also used. Theoretical terms 
are defined and elaborated on, primarily using Stuart Hall, 
Richard Jenkins and Lila Abu-Lughod but also many other 
cultural theoreticians. Following, our focus is on the 
ethnographic work “Writing Women’s Worlds – Bedouin 
Stories” by anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod. This is 
described and analyzed by use of our acquired theoretical 
knowledge.  
Delimitations 
When we first brainstormed on the topic of academic racism, 
we thought of looking into the media portrayal of immigrants 
and investigate their influence on the prejudice and 
development of immigrant cultures clashing with Danish 
culture. But early experiences told us that media analyses 
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would require the dedication of a whole project. Therefore, 
we decided not to explore it further because we wanted our 
main focus to be on the literarily imposed racism i.e. 
academic racism. 
We will not touch upon racism of immigrants in academic 
job places because this is a whole other project and the 
project will be too broad if we attempt to include this issue 
although it is very interesting and relevant.  
Today there is a problem with young immigrants and gang 
crime in Denmark. This is also a very interesting issue but it 
would be to stray off the path to treat this issues. One could 
also look into immigrants in society in general but we have 
instead chosen to look into academic racism as a general 
problem and not focus on particular issues.  
We will not look into the philosophical aspects of academic 
racism as this is not within our field of interest. 
We will not look into the psychological implication on the 
individual by academic racism but we rather look at the 
problem as a whole and see the problem in its mere 
existence. 
We will not make a political project but instead take the 
cultural/humanistic point of view and touch lightly upon the 
political aspects as this is a humanistic project. 
We will not make a project on globalization and 
transnationalism since it would be a whole other direction 
and focus in our project than intended, although these 
subjects are very relevant.  
We will delimit our treatment of racism to academic work 
and therefore not treat racism in workplaces, schools etc.  
We acknowledge that Abu-Lughod has republished her work 
“Writing Women’s Worlds – Bedouin Stories” in 2008 with a 
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new preface but as we focus on her first version from 1994, 
we will not treat the new.  
Dimensions 
History and Culture; our project covers the dimension of 
history and culture as we establish a historical context and 
acknowledge the shaping of movements throughout history in 
cultural studies and academia as such.  
Cultural encounters; our project works within the field of 
cultural studies and is based on theoretical work within this 
field. The dimension is thereby covered. 
Text and Sign; the project treats literarily imposed academic 
racism and is from this argued to have elements of the 
dimension text and sign. An example of a text and sign 
dimensional element is the linguistic turn that the project 
explores as being part of the argument of academic racism. A 
literary analysis is done with focus on the introduction in an 
academic book with focus on use of language and symbols in 
the construction of a text and is therefore within the 
dimension of text and sign.  
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Introduction 
Throughout history racism has always been present whether 
it has been out in the open or hidden within peoples’ minds. 
In more recent times, racism has been a matter of extreme 
delicacy as to avoid actually exercising racism and it is 
spoken of in hushed tones. Racism is something which has 
always been discussed in academia, which is also a place 
where racism is unintentionally upheld and reproduced. This 
idea of hidden racism is what inspired us to do a project on 
academic racism.  
Our motivation for writing about academic racism is our 
desire to know more about racism, which we feel we are 
confronted with in everyday life. This is experienced through 
the media’s portrayal of other cultures, and by other people. 
Furthermore, the way society tends to highlight the 
differences between us and them is a main motivation for 
doing a project that treats these issues. We would like to 
investigate this notion, because we find it fascinating and see 
it as a problem that is often in conflict. We want to learn 
more about racism as it is presented in e.g. anthropological 
academic works that impose the differentiation of ‘us and 
them’, othering and categorization and thereby creates a clash 
between the majority and the minority.  
One aspect of academic racism, which is especially 
interesting to us, is the treatment of people as belonging to 
categories as e.g. races and that they are thereby not regarded 
as individuals with complex histories and unique features. 
One of the great causes regarding this may be colonialism 
which created anthropology and still has influence on society 
today as argued by Post-colonialists. This phenomena created 
an opposition of the West and the rest and thereby us, the 
civilized, and them, the rest and primitive. Therefore, 
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anthropology creates subjects and sustains academic racism 
through the power of the analyzer.  
From this, one can derive that flaws are present in 
anthropology and that there is a gap in research regarding 
academic racism. Therefore, we see a need to bring light to 
these issues as we see them as essential to our society in 
which racism reoccurs. One should be critical of 
anthropology, which, we will look further into later as the 
power of the analyzer may bias the outcome of the research. 
One academic who is very relevant for these issues is the 
anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod who has greatly criticized 
classical anthropology. We will therefore look into her book 
“Writing Women’s Worlds – Lila Abu-Lughod” later in the 
project.  
It is also essential and a highly motivated task of the project 
to define academic racism as it is a term and concept 
constructed by ourselves in order to illustrate a phenomenon 
previously undefined and unaware of by academics. We see 
academic racism as a fairly overlooked problem although 
some academics like Abu-Lughod touches upon the issue. 
Although we do not think there is enough attention on the 
issue and it is not treated in the same manner as ours.  
The context of our project is Western cultural studies with 
the study of other cultures. The academics we will use come 
mainly from USA and Northern Europe. Therefore, we do 
not have a special focus on Denmark and Danish issues 
regarding academic racism but rather, as previously 
mentioned, treat the issue as a general problem. The purpose 
of our project is therefore to bring light to the severity of the 
existence of academic racism. It is not intended to propose an 
actual solution of the problems but merely to make other 
academics and others aware of the issues and to alter cultural 
studies in order to avoid imposing academic racism to the 
highest degree possible.  
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1. Academic Racism 
When writing a project about a term we have constructed 
ourselves i.e. academic racism, it is essential to explain and 
elaborate on what is meant when we use the term. In the 
context of academic racism the term academic carries a 
specific definition which will be elaborated in order for the 
meaning of our project’s term academic racism to be as 
explicit as possible. Academic in this context is not to be 
taken as a reflection on the tendencies of the academic 
societies or the individual professors but rather on the 
academic and scientific work produced. In other words 
academic in this context is to be taken as the work and 
research produced potentially invoking and maintaining 
racial tendencies within categorization, othering and the 
differentiation of us and them. Moreover, for understanding 
our meaning of academic it is also important to acknowledge 
that it is never possible to be completely objective. This is 
why the question of academic racism is crucial since, when 
trying to be objective, academics subconsciously show their 
opinions and beliefs by use of vocabulary, subjects etc. We 
will look further into objectivity later. 
We will now go on to define racism as there are several 
different understandings and meanings of the term. 
The definition of the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 
(OALD) says that racism is; 
1. The unfair treatment of people who belong to a 
different race; violent behaviour towards them: a 
victim of racism, ugly outbreaks of racism.  
2. The belief that some races of people are better than 
others: irrational racism. 
The sort of racism we imply in the term academic racism is 
mainly the second kind that is the belief of the superiority of 
a race. Although we do not necessarily believe that academic 
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racism is a conscious way of displaying racism in the 
academic work. It is rather the choice of vocabulary that 
implies a subconscious belief of e.g. the Western superiority 
in relation to other peoples. This is for example seen in the 
case where the Danish state issues passports that are called 
“Fremmedpas” i.e. alien/stranger passports. In that case it is 
top down1 categorization from the state on immigrants who 
are not yet citizens. That kind of categorization is, as we 
assume, not purposely racist but subconsciously applied. It is 
also important here to define what we mean when we use 
West, Western etc. as we will use this term continuously 
throughout the project. As Abu-Lughod states;  
“I recognize humanism as a local and historically specific 
language of the post-Enlightenment West. Yet it is a useful 
language because from our positions as anthropologists we 
                                                          
1
 When we say “top down” we mean the categorization of a minority group by 
people in authority as e.g. anthropologists or the state as in this situation referring to 
a hierarchical order. 
work as Westerners and we contribute to a Western 
discourse.” (Abu-Lughod, 1993:36) 
Our use of the term “Western” is as the discourse that is 
shared in the countries that are known as and have adopted 
the discourses of the West that originate from the 
Renaissance.  
We also need to stress that when using the word racism we 
do not mean discrimination, which is an act, but rather racism 
which is an attitude and thereby a subconsciously displayed 
attitude to racism in academic work. The writer might not 
even be aware of displaying a racist attitude in the work.  
We also need to stress that when we use the term racism in 
“academic racism” we do not refer to it in the general sense 
but merely as a reflection on the tendency in our modern 
society to express xenophobic tendencies towards the 
unknown. Therefore, we argue that in academic racism we 
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see racism as a xenophobic reaction to the unknown and not 
just race specific as the classical understanding of racism. 
Keeping this in mind it would be sensible to state a definition 
of what xenophobia is. Xenophobia is the “unreasonable fear 
or hatred of foreigners, strangers or of that which is foreign 
or strange”. An example of this is as presented by Mustafa 
Hussein, associate professor at the Institute of Culture and 
Identity at Roskilde University, where a national survey in 
Denmark revealed that a majority of ethnic Danes had no 
social interaction with individuals from ethnic minority 
communities although many had low to very high racist 
attitudes. This illustrates that the majority of the respondents 
fear people and cultures that are different from their own 
without it being justified (Hussein, 2000:95). 
To conclude our elaboration on our self constructed term 
“academic racism” we have made a shorter definition on the 
term; 
Academic racism is illustrated in academic and scientifically 
produced work and research reflecting and facilitating racial 
and xenophobic elements. Furthermore, these elements being 
produced by the author on an unconscious level and not a 
conscious attempt by the author to be racist or xenophobic. 
We argue that important tools of academic racism are 
othering, categorization and the differentiation of us and 
them. We will go further into these phenomena later in the 
project.  
We will now illustrate the problems with academic racism 
and why it is relevant to discuss.  
Through academic racism, people are defined as belonging to 
certain categories and are not regarded as individuals. This 
unfair othering we argue is based on superficial and 
generalized categories regarding religion and colour of the 
skin instead of treatment according to inner characteristics 
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and values of the individual. In other words defining people 
into categories based on generalizations. An example of this 
can be seen in the categorization of minorities, all being 
categorized as Muslims while in fact not all are of the same 
Muslim belief structure. As a result of this we argue that 
there is a lack of complexity in this view on individuals that 
then gives grounds for misrepresentation and 
misunderstanding of an individual which can result in 
xenophobic and racial tendencies. Another issue is 
generalization by academics, especially amongst 
anthropologists in their use of categories regarding the 
analyzed. The problem arises when generalizing the 
analyzed, the historical background and context of them is 
left out which then creates the ‘othering effect’ forced upon 
the analyzed.  
Another major issue regarding academic racism is the fact 
that it is not just between individuals that racism is created 
but it is also sustained by people in authority such as 
academics and the state i.e. in a top down manner. These 
people in authority have the power to categorize minority 
groups and culturally different people. The power relation 
between “us” and “them” is thereby produced and 
reproduced as the academics are regarded as authorities and 
experts. Academic racism is thereby sustained by authorized 
academic produced works on categorization, othering and the 
differentiation of us and them. Due to this authority is 
imbedded into society without any dispute. We will go 
further into power and authority later in the project.  
It is also important to acknowledge that individuals are 
influenced by their academic upbringing and by the 
knowledge created and provided by the establishment of 
authorized and acknowledged experts within various schools 
and thought and subject areas. However this is argued by 
Mustafa Hussein to hold biased elements as research and 
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knowledge is primarily taken, created from and by the 
majority. Hussein also argues and gives evidence that this 
especially holds true on the subject matter of minorities. He 
informs readers of a growing tendency within the Danish 
media to use experts from the majority to give comments on 
immigrant issues and disregard for experts from the minority 
backgrounds such as himself (Hussein 2000).  
Xenophobia is also a vital issue regarding academics in other 
words the fear of breaking traditions and of what is different 
and alien. This influences the academically produced work 
greatly as there is a fear of trying to look at academic issues 
from another point of view. Keeping this in mind, 
xenophobia also adds to the problem of objectivity on behalf 
of the researcher. By having conscious or subconscious 
xenophobic tendencies when assessing and viewing a 
problem area of research objectivity from the researcher 
becomes unrealistic. However it must also be stated that 
researchers aim and stride towards being objective and 
therefore, their academic work is subconsciously biased as 
they attempt to be objective.  
Finally, it is also important for us to stress that our project 
will not treat a specific contemporary issue but is rather 
intended to illustrate and bring light and attention to the issue 
of academic racism and top down academic racism that 
influences society as a whole today.  
2. The Historical Background of 
Academic Racism 
We tend to think of the nations of Western Europe as far 
more homogenous than the newly independent nations that 
are struggling to create unity from fragments of colonial rule 
– but this may be a form of historical amnesia. The function 
of nationalism ever since the French Revolution may have 
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been to invent a new political reality out of the illusion of a 
coherent past (Pecora, 2001:9). It is therefore necessary to 
look at the origin of othering, categorization and the 
opposition of “us” and “them” and how these are influenced 
by the creation of nation and state.  
As stated by Stuart Hall society is in constant change and 
transformation. We need to see the specific situations within 
the historical developments and practices because identities 
are produced in specific historical and institutional sites 
(Hall, 1996:518). Stuart Hall is a very important cultural 
theorist and sociologist. He is originally from Kingston, 
Jamaica, but has since 1951 been living in Great Britain. He 
was one of the founders of the school of British cultural 
studies. In 1968 he became director of Centre for 
Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) at Birmingham 
University, where he helped to expand the field to include 
gender, race and power relations within culture (Andersen et 
al. 2004:40). We have chosen to use Hall in the project 
because he is one of the founding fathers of cultural studies. 
Hall has had a great influence on how we perceive culture 
today and his work on race and racism has given the 
parameters for us to work from and treat this issue. (Proctor, 
2004:1-3). 
Arjun Appadurai, Senior Advisor for Global Initiatives at the 
New School in New York City also argues that by not 
looking to the histories of the subjects, we have denied these 
people the same capacity for movement, travel, and 
geographical interaction that Westerners take for granted 
(Abu-Lughod, 1993:11). We will therefore look into the 
history of the creation of state and nationality and thereby, as 
we argues, the creation of “the other”.  
 
 
15 
 
2.1 The Foundation of State and Nationality 
Most contemporary Western studies of the nation assume that 
both the nation-state and nationalism are phenomena initially 
developed in Europe and its colonies (Pecora 2001:29). 
Accordingly the phenomenon of the nation state arose in the 
West in the beginning of the 18th century. It was constituted 
by internationally recognized sovereignty within a system of 
similar states i.e. control over a definite geographical 
territory of some size (larger than a city), an independent, 
relatively centralized administrative apparatus, a distinct 
political structure, legal code, economy, currency, division of 
labour, an educational system and a culture defined by 
language, arts, customs, religion, and/or race (Robertson, 
1991:285). 
In the same period a universal progress was assumed where 
civilizations developed through time so human kind became 
more creative, rational and people’s capacity for culture 
increased. This was the rise of the society i.e. a politically 
and territorially organized entity in which social interactions 
occur and are emphatically bounded (Pecora, 2001:9). The 
West was seen as the creative, rational and thoroughly 
developed and “the others” were seen as primitive and behind 
in time. The West could thereby “help” the “others” develop 
by colonizing “them” (Rapport et al. 2000:92). This notion 
served colonialism’s aim and helped the west dominate the 
rest.  
In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, civilization and 
homogeneity of the nation became a standard which 
members of the “international society” had to conform to. It 
was crystallized among European nations and then imposed 
outside Europe. The idea was that a society ought to have a 
cohesive identity and this was spread across the world 
(Robertson, 1991:285). This was the beginning of the nations 
we have today where every country is seen as having its own 
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uniqueness and identity. To give an example, many 
Frenchmen did not know that they belonged together in a 
nation until the long didactic campaigns of the late 19th 
century told them they did (Weber, 1976:113).  
During these campaigns language and especially the 
invention of printing helped stereotype the common spoken 
language, to fix a norm of literary usage and to make the 
distribution of national literature possible to the masses. This 
was a great advantage for institutions and the state since 
ideas and recruiting of members became much easier. This 
provided a sense of collective coherence within a bounded 
social horizon that allowed a national consciousness to 
develop (Pecora, 2001:14). 
All this leads to nationalists who repeatedly assert the 
continuity of nations in ways that exclude or oppress 
minority populations. In response, many politically excluded 
minority populations openly embrace ethnicity as a 
fundamental ingredient of a defensive solidarity (Ibid: 6). 
This is what we may call the differentiation of “us” and 
“them” and othering.  
2.2 Anthropology exoticizing the other 
Anthropology i.e. the study of human kind especially its 
origins, development, customs and beliefs (OALD), has an 
important role in creating othering, categorization and the 
differentiation of “us” and “them”. Post-colonialists are 
academics who believe that the world has been affected to 
some degree by 19th century European imperialism. 
Additionally they clarify the nature and impact of inherited 
power relations and the continuing effects on modern global 
culture and politics (Ashcroft et al. 1998:1). Post-colonialists’ 
claim that in the representation of other cultures, 
anthropology has transformed the other into an 
anthropological object and thereby reified, homogenized and 
exoticized the lives of the “other”. The other has been 
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reduced to an object, silenced and become fictional exotica, 
which distances “us” in time and space from the “other” 
(Rapport et al. 2000:100). In general, the process of 
exoticizing other cultures has been intensified through the 
tendency to characterize the others’ remarkable 
characteristics in contrast to “our” own e.g. unsophisticated 
vs. sophisticated technology and strong vs. weak religion.  
When talking about othering it is essential to give a definition 
before we move on; 
Othering is a way of defining and securing one’s own 
positive identity through the stigmatization of an 
"other."  Whatever the markers of social differentiation that 
shape the meaning of "us" and "them," whether they are 
racial, geographic, ethnic, economic or ideological, there is 
always the danger that they will become the basis for a self 
affirmation that depends upon the denigration of the other 
group.2 
According to Aleksandra Ålund and Carl-Ulrik Schierup, 
professors at The Institute for Research on Migration, 
Ethnicity and Society at Linköping University, othering is 
described as the distancing of one cultural group from 
another by avoiding ‘them’ and thereby turning ”them” into a 
threat to the society of “us”. Stuart Hall refers to this as folk-
devils by displacing society’s fears of this new group of 
‘strangers’. This creates even more controversy between the 
two groups which then results in othering, distancing ‘them’ 
even more from ‘us’. ‘It is through moral panic that the 
‘dominant culture….seek[s] and find[s]…the folk-devils to 
people its nightmares’ (Proctor, 2004:80). The use of these 
folk-devils is what creates othering, as immigrant groups are 
                                                          
2
 The University of Texas at Austin. (2010). Definitions of Othering. Retrieved the 
22nd of May at; http://www.cwrl.utexas.edu/~ulrich/rww03/othering.htm 
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often put into the category of outsiders who has come to 
bring disturbance to our order. A distance is created between 
ourselves and ‘the others’, are believed to be different and 
therefore dangerous and not someone to socialize with. Folk-
devils are linked to xenophobia, the fear of change, which we 
will return to later (Ålund et al. 1991:70-80). 
Abu-Lughod writes that othering is constructed from culture, 
as culture is the focus of the anthropologist, thus when they 
are seeking to explain and show how other cultures work, 
then it is in fact what creates otherness. Because 
anthropologists need ’others’ to function, without any 
cultural differences there would not be any anthropologists. 
Thus their work is part of the creation and upholding of an 
‘us’ and ‘them’ dilemma (Abu-Lughod, 1993:12-3). 
There is also a methodological problem with anthropology in 
the use of analytical categories and in that the others’ local is 
understood within the context of our own local (Rapport et al. 
2000:98-9). For instance, to explain the integration process of 
Turks in Danish society, the notions of “Islam” and the 
“Turkish culture” are applied with a colourful 
characterization. The basic premise of such studies is simple 
differentiation of the “traditional” versus the “modern”; there 
is a presumed clash between the cultural values of migrants, 
and the norms and structures of the European systems 
(Soysal et al. 1994:30). 
Dorthe Staunæs, lecturer at the Institute of Pedagogical 
Psychology at the Danish Pedagogical University, argues that 
there is a need for an analytical move away from the exotic 
display of the Other and towards a way of pointing “to the 
mutual constructions between the discursive constructions of 
“firstness” and “otherness”” (Staunæs, 2003:104). There is a 
need for a mutual, contributing exchange to understand other 
perspectives on ways of living (Rapport et al. 2000:100).  
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As is notable power, domination and authority are at play 
throughout academic racism. It is therefore essential to look 
into definitions and meanings of these concepts in our 
project; 
2.3 Power and Domination 
Nation states fix cultural identities within territorial 
boundaries to assume control and domination and thereby 
power (Rapport et al. p.100). Power is therefore of essential 
importance since acknowledgement of the role and 
characteristics of one’s culture lead to the reproduction of 
othering and is the source of oppression (Abu-Lughod 
1993:20).  
Richard Jenkins is professor of Sociology at the University of 
Sheffield and is an acknowledged sociologist and 
anthropologist. He was educated at Queen’s University in 
Belfast and at the University of Cambridge. He has always 
tried to push the boundaries of anthropology using social 
theory to study racism, ethnicity and the social lives of 
people with learning difficulties. He also worked with Ethnic 
Relations at the University of Aston in Birmingham. 
Amongst lots of fieldwork and publications within the recent 
years, he also teaches at the University of Sheffield today.3 
He is very important to regard when writing about power 
relations in society. He defines power as competitive access 
to and control over resources, while authority on the other 
hand is only effective when it is legitimate. 
We will use some of his works in our project, as it has its 
focus on categorization, power and racism which are 
essential to our project work. Primarily, as these terms are 
parts of what is argued to constitute academic racism. 
                                                          
3
 University of Sheffield, the Department of Sociological Studies. (2010). Richard 
Jenkins. Retrieved the 13
th
 of May, 17.56 at 
http://www.sheffield.ac.uk/socstudies/staff/staff-profiles/jenkins.html 
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He also argues that power and authority are necessarily 
embedded within active social relationships as power is over 
somebody/something and the ability to control people or 
things (Jenkins 1997:53).Whereas authority is; the authority, 
power or right to do something. In connection with power 
and authority, domination is also an important term to clarify. 
Domination is, by use of power and authority, to have control 
or a lot of influence over somebody/something, especially in 
an unpleasant way (OALD).  
When treating the issue of power it is essential to state who 
we regard as powerful and what kind of power we refer to. 
So far the one in power is stated as being one who has control 
and influence over someone. We argue that this is not only 
economic and political power over someone, but also 
cultural. There has been a turn in academia, i.e. the linguistic 
turn which we will look further into later, where power has 
been redefined. The anthropologist has gone from being 
objective to subjective and the power relations between 
researcher and subject are acknowledged. The anthropologist 
has the power of definition in the act of researching “the 
exotic subject”. Power is therefore in all layers of society and 
not solely in politics and economics.  
Accordingly the individual is identified in a particular way by 
significant others, who by virtue of their authority are in 
position to make their definition of the person and the 
situation count and thereby influence and maybe alter the 
identity of the person in question. At worst, the self-image of 
a discriminated against minority will interact with 
discrimination and exclusion in a vicious circle (Jenkins, 
1997:60-1). Jenkins argues that especially official 
classification has great impact on minorities through census 
of the population and constitution of social reality through 
rhetoric (Ibid: 68-9). 
21 
 
In connection with power, Jenkins argues, that effective 
categorization by a more powerful other intervenes in a 
group’s social world and alters the world and the experience 
of living in it. Individual and group identities are always the 
production of internal and external definition and 
categorization is therefore an important tool in power 
relations between us and them (Ibid: 72-3). Since Jenkins 
argues that identity is always the product of internal and 
external definition i.e. through categorization, he stresses 
what he calls social categories. These social categories are 
important parts of subjects and a “non-additional approach in 
which categories are analyzed as interlocking components.” 
As Staunæs argues, social categories are not the cause but 
rather the effect of certain behaviour. They are done, undone 
and redone in relation to their doings (Staunæs, 2003:102-4).  
One of these social categories is that of citizenship which the 
nation-state has the right to entitle. This social category is 
one of exclusion and inclusion. When you become a citizen 
of a country you are included in the social category of 
citizens but if you are denied citizenship you are excluded 
from the group and become an “outsider”. The regulatory 
power therefore produces the subjects it controls (Butler, 
1993:23). The formation of independent nation-states 
therefore creates the outsider who is not member of the 
nation state and is therefore displaced (Sassen, 1999: xii). 
This process of exclusion and inclusion is an essential part of 
the power relations between “us” and “the other”. As is 
argued by Ernesto Laclau, a political theorist, if an objective 
succeeds to partially affirm itself it is only by repressing that 
which threatens it. An identity’s constitution is always based 
on excluding something and establishing a violent hierarchy 
between the two resultant poles (Laclau, 1990:33).  
This is a major issue since the status of the outsider, such as 
an immigrant, is marked and stereotyped e.g. by racialization. 
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The effect is that the actual difference in culture, religion or 
language between us and them become an objective 
difference and thereby a problem (Sassen, 1999: xvi). 
To sum up this last chapter on the historical background of 
othering, categorization and us and them, what was first 
stated was that the notion of the homogenous and unique 
nation-state was founded in the early 18th up to the 20th 
centuries and the differentiation of the civilized “us” and the 
uncivilized “them” with help from amongst others the 
invention of the printing press. Secondly we argued, as post-
colonialists also do, that anthropology exoticizes the “other” 
and applies othering, categorization and the notion of “us” 
and “them” to “the other” such as the colonized and non-
Westerners. Lastly we argue that power is essential to the 
understanding of othering, categorization and the 
differentiation of “us” and “them” as the powerful group 
“others” the weak group by categorizing it as the opposite 
and essentially different from it. The minority group is 
thereby differentiated from “us” by use of power.  
We will now look deeper into the theoretical aspects of 
othering, categorization and the differentiation of “us” and 
“them” to give a full understanding with what we mean when 
we use the different linguistic terms.  
3. Categorization 
When dealing with categorization there are a number of 
issues which need to be clarified. These issues need to be 
clarified in order to discuss categorization properly but most 
importantly give the ability to view the problems associated 
with the term itself in theoretical terms as playing a part in 
invoking and facilitating racism, labelled by ourselves as 
academic racism.   
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The first step to take for this to happen is by defining what a 
category is but also what a group is. This is important as it 
illustrates the significance of power which is an underlying 
tone throughout the whole discussion on majority over 
minority which is present throughout our project. A category 
is defined by outsiders based on observations on similarities 
between individuals acting within the observed space. This is 
put clearer by Richard Jenkins in his book Rethinking 
Ethnicity, “a category is a collectivity which is defined 
according to criteria formulated by the sociologists or 
anthropologists” (Jenkins, 1997:54). It already starts to 
become apparent here that the issue of power is at the core of 
categorization. However, this will be discussed later as there 
are other issues with categorization which need to be 
understood in order to grasp the power relation and the 
importance in the effect it causes.  
Therefore carrying on from this is the definition of a group 
which will help to illustrate the point above; “A group is a 
collectivity which is meaningful to its members, of which 
they are aware” (Jenkins, 1997:54). From this we notice the 
difference between the two; that of being externally and 
internally and through this the issue of power is again 
highlighted. In other words, group participation is exercised 
based on free will while a category has no such luxury. 
Therefore it can be argued that power and the authority to 
categorize is essential for a category to be accepted as a 
category by others than the definer of the category (Jenkins, 
1997). 
Now that a general understanding of what a group and a 
category are established, a more detailed exploration of 
categorization and the definition process of its members 
within it can be initiated. This is again to highlight the issue 
24 
 
of power, the authority to categorize but also the facilitation 
of dominance of the majority over the minority.  
The definition process of members within categorization is 
argued by Richard Jenkins to have three facets. The first is 
the external definition as a process part of the internal 
definition of a member. To put it in more explicit way 
Jenkins says the following; “The process of defining ‘us’ 
demands that ‘they’ should be split off from, or contrasted 
with, ‘us’” (Jenkins, 1997:57). It might not be so apparent 
from this but this gives rise to another issue related to 
categorization, especially when thinking about the connection 
between groups and categories. The argument here is that the 
group identification process to some degree and in some 
cases more than others require the categorization of others in 
an either negative or positive way. The question of power and 
authority only comes into play when it is about implementing 
and making a category stick.  
The second element is that of external definition as a process 
of being defined by others, in other words direct and forced 
categorization where authority and power is at the root. The 
problem here is the impact on internal definitions as it is not 
a choice by the individual. The last is that of pre-existing 
internal definitions, and its main effect is that, “pre-existing 
internal definitions may provide a defence against the 
imposition of external definitions” (Jenkins, 1997:57). This 
brings forth the issues of history within a culture and the 
effect it has on the categorization process. In order to discuss 
the last of the three points fully, using a quote by Barth will 
give the grounds to illustrate an important point about 
categorization. Barth says that; “Routine cultural pluralism of 
complex societies emphasizes the importance of history as 
well as the transactional immediacy of everyday life and its 
negotiations” (Jenkins, 1997:52). Cultural pluralism is 
defined as:  
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“A condition in which minority groups participate fully in the 
dominant society, yet maintain their cultural differences” 
and or “a doctrine that a society benefits from such a 
condition.”4 
Keeping this definition in mind and what Barth has said it 
can be argued that in a society with cultural pluralism it is 
impossible for there not to be differences between groups and 
categories. Therefore it can be argued that there is not so 
much a problem with categorization as it will always occur, 
but rather the manner in which it is implemented. This again 
points towards power of the majority over the minority, 
furthermore, also gives the impression that fear of the 
unknown also maintains the drive to keep the minority under 
the dominance of the majority (Jenkins,1997). The 
                                                          
4
Dictionary.com (2010). Cultural Pluralism. Retrieved the 10
th
 of May 2010 from 
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/cultural+pluralism 
importance of history is not in question here but is previously 
treated and will therefore not be further treated here. 
When talking about categorization and the process of being 
defined within a category it is important to mention the 
aspect of belonging given by Nira Yuval-Davis, Director of 
the Research Centre on Migration, Refugees and Belonging 
(CMRB) at School of Humanities and Social Sciences with 
the University of East London, and the four points 
concerning the presentation of ‘self’ as given by Erving 
Goffman (1922-1982), a Canadian micro-sociologist. These 
four points will be demonstrated further on in the text.  
Sociological theory deals with how people belong to entities 
such as a category and the causes of belonging being shifted 
from one to another. An example of this could be political or 
religious refugees. However, this classical view on belonging 
is being broken down in modern societies, such as Denmark, 
experiencing the continuous furthering of cultural pluralism. 
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This claim is backed up by Anthony Giddens5 who argues 
“that with modernity people’s sense of belonging becomes 
reflexive” (Yuval-Davis, 2006:198). However it must be 
stated here that the issue of belonging is not simply just an 
optional choice it can also be a forced belonging such as 
being categorized. In other words, “belonging can be an act 
of self-identification or identification by others in a stable, 
contested or transient way” (Yuval-Davis, 2006:199). 
Through this we can argue that belonging is an ever flowing 
                                                          
5
 Anthony Giddens served as Director of the London School of Economics and 
Political Science (LSE) from 1997 to 2003. Anthony Giddens is the most widely-read 
and cited social theorist of his generation.  His ideas have profoundly influenced the 
writing and teaching of sociology and social theory around the world Anthony 
Giddens is the most widely-read and cited social theorist of his generation.  His ideas 
have profoundly influenced the writing and teaching of sociology and social theory 
around the world. In particular, he developed the theory of structuration, which is 
the understanding of the relationship between individuals and the conditions around 
them.   We should view life in society as a series of ongoing activities and practices 
that people carry on, but which at the same time reproduce larger institutions. (Edge 
– The Third Culture. (2010). Anthony Giddens. Retrieved the 10
th
 of May, 2010 at 
http://www.edge.org/3rd_culture/bios/giddens.html) 
 
entity not fixed to one spot. However, this begs the question: 
how does categorization of members then stick? Once again 
it boils down to power and the authority to exercise this 
power as Yuval-Davis puts it, “...only naturalized constructed 
of a particular hegemonic form of power relation.” (Yuval-
Davis, 2006:199). Keeping Yuval-Davis’s statements in mind 
it can be argued that one’s presentation of self, referring to 
Goffmans’ four points, plays a role in the sense of belonging 
but also being ascribed to belong to a certain category.  
In order to show this point fully, Goffmans’ four points will 
follow along with some discussion on points of relevance. 
The first point which is mentioned is that of identity being 
created through performance in social settings. In other 
words your actions are what define you and therefore serve 
as a marker for which category you belong. The second part 
details that during interaction one’s presentation of self varies 
according to social and cultural situation. The main point to 
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make here is that through the cultural pluralism experienced 
today in modern society the presentation of self becomes 
more fluid and therefore makes categorization a more 
apparent problem than previously thought. In other words 
belonging has become reflexive as mentioned by Anthony 
Giddens. Goffman details the third point as follows; “That 
management of the awkward relationship between the desired 
presentation of self and other, countervailing aspects of one’s 
biography and present situation is of great importance.” 
(Jenkins, 1997:59). Lastly is the importance of one’s 
performance of self, being validated by others in order to fit 
in. These four points reflect again the power relation issue as 
it necessitates the self to conform to the majority which in 
return causes problems in our modern culturally diverse 
society (Jenkins, 1997)(Yuval-Davis, 2006). 
4. Us and Them 
In this chapter we wish to go further into the understanding 
and categorization of ‘us’ and ‘them‘. For one to grasp the 
meaning of the term and how we will use it we have made a 
definition in our own words as it was not possible to find this 
anywhere;  
The differentiation of “us” and “them” is the process where, 
through the use of othering and categorization, “us” (the 
analyzer/the dominant/the civilized) and “them” (the 
analyzed/the minority/ the primitive) are opposed and 
differentiated. 
This categorization and othering of ‘them’ has become a 
more and more central dimension in cultural studies, and our 
goal in this project is to put focus on the unconscious use of 
us and them in academic produced work. A good example of 
the use of the opposition of us and them is given by Iben 
28 
 
Jensen who is associate professor at the Institute of 
Communication, Business and Information Technology at 
Roskilde University. She states that;  
“Culture is one of the most powerful words in today’s 
multicultural Denmark. Both historically and to the present 
day, it has been used to describe “the others”. Each time 
“we” state how the others are, “we” assert that “they” are 
not like “us”” (Jensen, 2007:24). 
This statement illustrates the generalization that occurs 
between people from different cultures and that the majority 
posits itself as “us”, and then automatically posits the 
minority as “them”.  
The tendency to generalize and be sceptic towards people 
who are different from one self, is very much associated with 
the belief that the west is superior to the rest, which is one of 
the differentiations that often is made. Here the west is e.g. 
the civilized society and the others are seen as e.g. primitive. 
However, is it actually possible to do academic research that 
does not presuppose some kind of difference between the 
majority as ”us” and the minority as ”them” which does not 
other and categorize the subject? Lila Abu-Lughod is one of 
a small group of researchers who has tried to do her research 
through the eyes of the researched. She attempts to merely 
retell the stories of the Bedouin people she has researched 
without generalizing and othering the analyzed. She is aware 
of anthropology as a tool of power, and how you can easily 
label the analyzed as different and the others. Abu-Lughod 
definitely takes this issue into account and thereby “writes 
against culture”. She sees people as individuals with unique 
life stories and not just part of a category. Jenkins also 
supports this by saying that everybody has a unique 
personality. This is important as it is easier to categorize than 
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looking at individuals since individuals have unique life 
stories that cannot and should not be ignored.  
Stuart Hall does not see categorization in the same way i.e. as 
something to avoid. This is not because he believes that these 
concepts are positive phenomena, but because he believes 
that this differentiation is actually very important. People 
always relate themselves to people who are somewhat similar 
to themselves, and classify the other people, who are 
different, according to norms the majority believe to be 
generally applicable. He argues that we need this difference 
in people, because we cannot construct any meaning without 
a dialogue with the other (Hall, 1997:235). Furthermore 
meaning, he argues, is crucial since “culture is about shared 
meanings” (Ibid: 1). Since meaning is important, language 
also becomes a key concept in culture and racism. Since 
language is where these meanings are produced and told.  
In his own words; “meaning arises in relation to all the 
different moments or practices in our cultural circuit - in the 
construction of identity and the making of difference” (Ibid: 
4). The making of difference refers to the idea of the concept 
of “us” only making sense based on and contrasted to 
“them“. In other words meaning occurs in contrasting 
opposites like black and white, masculinity and femininity 
and the civilized and primitive. The other can be marked as 
different from us and thereby carry meaning as what is 
different from and opposite to us. Jenkins agrees with this 
and argues that; “the process of defining ’us’ demands that 
’they’ should be split off from, or contrasted with, “us” 
(Jenkins, 1997:57). But this also means that “us” always will 
be dominant, and “them” subordinate. This difference in 
power can then lead to hegemony which is created when one 
group dominates another, and the dominant is seen as the 
norm (Hall, 1997:235).  
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Although the use of us and them in both everyday life and in 
academic work has major consequences for the analyzed, 
Hall still believes that this kind of categorization and othering 
is part of the maintenance of social and symbolic order. He 
believes that; “It sets up a symbolic frontier between the 
’normal’ and the ‘deviant’, the ‘normal’ and the pathological, 
the ‘acceptable’ and the ‘unacceptable’ what ‘belongs’ and 
what does not, or is the ‘other’, between ‘insiders’ and 
outsiders’, us and them” (Ibid:258).  
We see this opposition and differentiation of us and them as 
essential when talking about academic racism. Colonialism 
has a lot to do with the categorization of “them” as the 
different, the subject and the primitive compared to “us”. 
Although we have long passed colonialism, this divide is still 
visible. We will therefore go into the period of time leading 
up to today and look at what has shaped culture studies as we 
see it today. 
It should be stressed that categorization, othering and the 
differentiation of us and them are not to be understood as 
separable but rather as interchanging and interconnected 
elements.  
When looking into different theories within culture studies it 
is important to acknowledge that these exist as result of 
movements and reforms within academia. It is therefore 
important to acknowledge the shaping of contemporary 
culture studies. We will therefore touch upon the linguistic 
and the cultural turn within social history to contextualize the 
theory of our project.  
5. The Cultural Turn 
When writing a theoretical project where we base our critique 
on terms and works from the area of cultural studies, it is 
important to acknowledge the influences on this area and the 
development in progress.  
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In the 1980s a new approach of analysis was beginning to 
displace social history leading up to what came to be known 
as the linguistic turn or within social history, the cultural 
turn. The linguistic turn is a phrase that was popularized as 
describing the turn towards language by historians (Canning, 
1994). The linguistic turn was a turn from the belief in 
objectivity in anthropology to text and language (Pálsson, 
1995:2). Anthropologists generally came to the conclusion 
that ethnographies and other texts are situated in particular 
discourses and historical contexts. Ethnographers are faced 
with the observer’s paradox; they arrive on the scene to 
record things as they are, but their mere presence 
unavoidably shapes the course of events and, therefore, their 
representation (Ibid: 6). It is important to acknowledge that 
there was a linguistic turn all over the academic field such as 
in philosophy, psychology, social history. Although the only 
area that we will treat regarding this development is that of 
cultural studies as that is our field of study i.e. the cultural 
turn.  
Firstly in order to understand the meaning of the ’cultural 
turn’ one must grasp the different definitions and 
progressions in the understanding of what culture is and 
means within specific arenas, in our case that of cultural 
encounters, more specifically anthropological and 
sociological.  
The classical understanding of what culture is: is the “best 
that has been thought and said” (Hall, 1997:2) which, is in 
stark contrast to what the modern conception of what culture 
is. Our modern perception of culture is governed by what is 
popular or more precisely popularity amongst the majority. In 
other words, mass popular culture that constitutes the fabric 
of everyday life amongst the majority. This modern 
understanding of culture of course then plays a role in the 
definitions of culture within academic circles (Ibid). To 
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illustrate this, and also in order to effectively lead into the 
concept of the ‘cultural turn’, is the anthropological 
definition and understanding of culture, which is: 
“Culture is used to refer to whatever is distinctive about the 
‘way of life’ of a people, community, nation or social group.” 
(Ibid: 2) 
The cultural turn stresses and focuses on the importance of 
meaning as a tool through which culture should be viewed. In 
other words the cultural turn stresses that culture is not 
something set in stone but rather an entity of a more fluid 
nature. Stuart Hall says that it is rather a process and a set of 
practices where culture focuses more on the production and 
trade of meaning and/or experiences between members of a 
category, group, society or nation. The cultural turn can then 
be argued here to take on a less conformed shaped as 
compared to previous conceptions of what culture means. 
However, it also causes more conflict as it relies on people to 
interpret situations around them in as similar ways as 
possible which is not always the case. It must also be stressed 
that this potential conflict rising from misinterpretation of 
meaning does not necessarily have to be negative (Ibid). In 
order to clarify this better the concept of meaning needs to be 
covered. 
Stuart Hall defines meaning as a concept which is 
constructed and produced in everyday life interaction and not 
just something which is found. Through this it is argued that 
people acting within a culture need to share similar cultural 
concepts and ideas in order to see the world they live in 
approximately the same way. In other words, the cultural 
codes as Stuart Hall puts it need to be similar. However, just 
a similarity in cultural codes is not enough for meaning to be 
communicated to other members of a society. In order for 
meaning to be a meaningful exchange between participants in 
a society, similar linguistic codes need to be shared. As Hall 
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says: “(they should) in a very broad sense, ‘speak the same 
language’” (Ibid: 4). Furthermore, the concept of truth and 
accuracy is no longer a central and dominating theme when 
thinking of meaning; it is rather a fluid entity which moves 
with the exchange between people. However it must also be 
stressed here that, “recognizing the persistence of difference 
and power between different ‘speakers’ within the same 
cultural circuit“ is needed (Ibid: 11). 
Discourse within the cultural turn plays a significant role in 
the production and representation of meaning too. Discourse 
facilitates and creates meaning by pin pointing appropriate 
and non-appropriate action in connection to a subject matter 
or social happening. However, in the context of a specific 
discourse, it is also where; knowledge is contested in order to 
measure the usefulness, relevance or even degree of truth of 
such knowledge. Moreover, through this discourse and 
discursive evaluation of knowledge and appropriate actions 
by participants of a society is also where definitions of what 
type of actor embody these characteristics. In other words 
discourse is the action where meaning is created on what it 
means to be part of and an active part of society (Ibid). 
Discourse, however, is not only concerned with language and 
how it facilitates meaning through representation but also 
what effects discourse has on the production of knowledge. 
The argument here is that knowledge produced in discursive 
formations can aide in the maintenance of power structures 
between groups and the creation of identities. Moreover, Hall 
states that knowledge produced through this medium also 
defines: “the way certain things are represented, thought 
about, practiced and studied.” (Ibid: 6). 
One of the central works regarding the cultural turn is the 
book by Hayden White, University Professor Emeritus at the 
University of California, Santa Cruz and Professor of 
Comparative Literature at Stanford University; “Metahistory: 
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The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe” 
which made the case that all historical texts are basically 
constructed by the author (Bonnell et al, 1999:2). There was 
a turn within history that made a change in theory from the 
aim to be objective to acknowledging that this is not possible 
i.e. that the researcher always has an influence on the 
academic research and constructs the texts. Ethnographic 
works were no longer seen as true evidence but rather as 
work where the researcher plays a major role which has to be 
considered.  
Another person who has had a great impact on this 
development in history is Clifford Geertz, a significant 
American anthropologist and professor at Princeton 
University. His work led to a major change in the study of 
culture i.e. from explanation to interpretation and “thick 
description.”6 From then on symbols, rituals, events, 
historical artefacts, social arrangements and belief systems 
were regarded as text to be analyzed and interrogated for 
their semiotic structure (Ibid:2). This interpretive 
anthropology of Geertz depends on a language model rather 
than a natural science model of understanding as previously 
and made its way also into contemporary historical studies. 
Accordingly there can be gathered some general aspects of 
the cultural turn i.e.: 
1. Questions about the status of the social 
                                                          
6
 As Geertz argues; “Ethnography is thick description. What the ethnographer is in 
fact faced with--except when (as, of course, he must do) he is pursuing the more 
automatized routines of data collection--is a multiplicity of complex conceptual 
structures, many of them superimposed upon or knotted into one another, which 
are at once strange, irregular, and inexplicit, and which he must contrive somehow 
first to grasp and then to render… Doing ethnography is like trying to read (in the 
sense of "construct a reading of') a manuscript--foreign, faded, full of ellipses, 
incoherencies, suspicious emendations, and tendentious commentaries, but written 
not in conventionalized graphs of sound but in transient examples of shaped 
behavior.” (Geertz, Clifford. (1973). Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory 
of Culture. P.3-30. Retrieved the 26
th
 of May, 2010 from 
http://hypergeertz.jku.at/geertztexts/thick_description.htm) 
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2. Concerns raised by the representation of culture as a 
symbolic, linguistic, and representational system  
3. Methodological and epistemological dilemmas  
4. A resulting collapse of explanatory paradigms 
5. A reformation of the disciplines (including the rise of 
cultural studies) (Ibid:6) 
 
These five points all point to a change within social history 
with a reformation and rise of cultural studies and a 
redefinition of the terms and disciplines within social history. 
What is essential to us in our project is the rise of cultural 
studies, which is a term that encompasses a series of analytic 
approaches including the feminist, postcolonial, gay and 
lesbian and multicultural. The most essential characteristic of 
cultural studies is that they depend on a range of explanatory 
paradigms and deal fundamentally with issues of domination 
and power (Ibid: 10).  
Another great change was the move from studies in 
structuralism to studies in poststructuralism. Where 
structuralism had insisted on the possibility of being 
objective in science (still relying on the positivist paradigm), 
poststructuralism turned to science itself, thereby questioning 
the objectivity and truth of scientific knowledge (Bonnell et 
al. p.9). This can also be seen in our insistence that it is 
impossible to be objective and that all texts are constructed in 
some way or the other by the researcher and anthropologist.  
Another descendant from the linguistic turn is 
postcolonialism (Quayson, 2000:134). Postcolonialism may 
be defined as involving a focus on the experience of 
colonialism and its past and present effects, where both ex-
colonial societies as well as more general global 
developments thought to be the after-effects of empire are in 
focus. Postcolonialism often involves the discussion of the 
experiences of slavery, migration, suppression and resistance, 
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difference, race, gender, place and the responses to the 
discourses of imperial Europe such as history, philosophy, 
anthropology and linguistics. The term is as much about 
conditions under imperialism and colonialism as about 
conditions coming after the end of colonialism (Ibid: 2). We 
argue that colonialism has had a great impact on the power 
relations in society and the view of the West being different 
from “the rest”. We have therefore adapted this view and 
stress the importance of postcolonial studies in our project.  
We have adopted this point of view on culture and 
postcolonialism/postmodernism. We believe that culture is 
constructed and power related and that colonialism and the 
sustained power relations by anthropology had and still have 
a big impact on how differences are handled in society and 
by individuals today.  
We have now established a theoretical basis by defining and 
explaining the crucial theoretical terms and by treating the 
theoretical context of contemporary culture studies. We will 
now move on to the case of “Writing Women’s Worlds – 
Bedouin Stories” by Lila Abu-Lughod in order to apply our 
theory of academic racism and substantiate our claim of its 
existence.  
6. Lila Abu-Lughod 
Lila Abu-Lughod is the author of “Writing Women’s Worlds 
– Bedouin Stories”.7 We will therefore start out by explaining 
who she is and what her theories are.  
She is the daughter of a Palestine father and an American 
mother. She describes herself as a Muslim Arab woman. She 
claims that she has lived with the Palestine culture all her 
life, as it is the origin of her father. She is professor of 
                                                          
7
 It should be noted that the version of the book we write about is from 1994 
although Abu-Lughod has reproduced another version in 2008 with a new preface. 
We will only treat the 1994 version in our project as it is the original version. The 
book should therefore not be seen as a contemporary work but rather an example to 
illustrate the problem of academic racism.  
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anthropology and women and gender studies at Columbia 
University.  
Abu-Lughod has done a great deal not to impose othering, 
categorizing and make the distinction between “us” and 
“them” in her research and writing. In the work she presents 
a recounting of the Bedouin lifestyle through the everyday 
stories of the women of the Awlad ‘Ali community. This 
retelling and research is based on tape-recorded 
conversations amongst the women of the community 
obtained while she lived with the tribe.  
Her intention with the book is for it to “present, in a form of a 
narrative ethnography made up of these women’s stories and 
conversations, a general critique of ethnographic 
typification.” (Abu-Lughod, 1993: xvi). She wants to make a 
change within ethnography, i.e. a literary approach with 
anthropological methodology, towards presenting complex 
stories of the individuals. However, she argues that 
traditional ethnography makes others seem more coherent, 
self-contained and different from the self than they might be 
and therefore sees the need for a change.  
Abu-Lughod states that there are limitations within the 
anthropological discourse in the introduction and that she 
attempts to better capture the qualities of “life as lived” (Ibid: 
1). She also sees cultural difference as a problematic 
construction and is thereby motivated to challenge these 
issues in her book. She sees a gap in anthropology and wants 
to change and bring attention to the issues within this area. 
In the preface of the book Abu-Lughod states that the Awlad 
‘Ali tribes are culturally and linguistically distinct from 
majority and that they live in the Western desert (Ibid: xiii). 
This gives the impression that this is why she had chosen to 
study these “tribes” – they are different from the majority. 
Using the term tribes in this connection underlines her 
impression of the people as different and also as primitive. 
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She thereby builds up the distinction between us and them by 
use of anthropological terms. We see this as highlighting her 
essential perception of the people as other and different. 
Finally she states that she has; “not deliberately fabricated 
any incidents” (Ibid: 32). She is thereby aware of the risk of 
subconsciously framing and implying categorization, 
othering, power and thereby academic racism.  
The book is an attempt to work against generalizations and 
the othering in anthropology. She therefore retells stories told 
by Bedouin women in their own voices, trying to avoid the 
use of categories and generalizations.  
6.1 Anthropology 
Abu-Lughod is an anthropologist but has chosen to do her 
research as a critical ethnography (Ibid: 16). Accordingly 
“ethnography is a branch of anthropology dealing with the 
scientific description of individual cultures.”8 Ethnography is 
originating from anthropology and is a new way for Abu-
Lughod as an anthropologist, to write and treat her research 
material. She has chosen to write a critical ethnography 
influenced by feminism as she is very sceptic about 
anthropology.  
She argues accordingly that the other is presented as more 
coherent, self-contained and different from “us”, the 
boundaries are fixed and that homogeneity, coherence and 
timelessness are applied to the “other” in anthropology. 
Anthropology is a language of power as it originates in the 
exploration of colonization of the non-Western world which 
has made a fundamental separation between us and them. It is 
the construction of “cultures”, homogenization and the 
flattening out of differences (Ibid: 7-9). Accordingly 
anthropology needs others that are different from it and it is 
                                                          
8
 Dictionary.com. (2010). Ethnography. Retrieved the 18th of May, 2010 at 12:38.  
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therefore essential that others are created. The power is in the 
self, which is sensed as primary, self formed, active and 
complex i.e. the self is the interpreter and the other is the 
interpreted (Ibid:13). She therefore sees essential problems 
with anthropology and tries to solve these by making a 
feminist ethnography.  
Abu-Lughod has therefore chosen to write a literary 
ethnography where she tells stories and stresses the 
complexity of the individual’s world and challenges the 
constructions. Her sceptic feelings regarding anthropology 
have also influenced her aim of the book which is to tell the 
truth and make everybody aware of the enormous power 
anthropology possesses. The argument for writing the book 
of stories is that cultural difference, “which is both the 
ground and product of anthropological discourse, is a 
problematic construction” (Ibid: 25). She hopes that the book 
can speak to theoretical concerns about the politics of 
representation and that there thereby will be a change in the 
fields of ethnography and anthropology (Ibid: 7).  
6.2 Construction 
“Writing Women’s Worlds” starts out with a preface with 
focus on the writer and the meeting of cultures. In this part 
Abu-Lughod writes about her own personal motivation and 
connection with the project. Secondly, there is an 
introduction, in Abu-Lughod’s own words, that is aimed at 
Westerners and Western academics. This is where she writes 
about the theoretical concerns and reflections. Thirdly, Abu-
Lughod retells the stories told mostly by Bedouin women. 
She builds up the chapters first with the title of the chapter 
i.e. 1. Patrilinearity, 2. Polygyny, 3. Reproduction, 4. 
Partrilateral Parallel-Cousin Marriage and 5. Honour and 
Shame, thereby creating a categorical term in each chapter.  
Following the titles, there are quotes from the Qur’an and the 
Islamic tradition relating to the chapter titles. Lastly, she 
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comes to the actual retelling of the stories she was told by 
Bedouin women. She tells these from her point of view on 
the sharing and process of being told the stories, placing 
herself as having a major position in the exchange. To finish 
off with there is no conclusion and reflection, as she argues 
in the introduction, a conclusion would imply a certain 
meaning from the stories and would impose power and give 
authority to the expert (Ibid: xvii-xviii). Instead of a 
conclusion there are transcriptions of Arabic poems and 
songs who she found important to the people.  
Abu-Lughod’s intention with the academic introduction “is to 
alert readers to the possibility of reading the book in a 
particular way” (Ibid: xvii). Therefore it is argued that she 
puts the text in a context and tries to influence and construct 
the way the readers should understand the book. She says 
herself that she; “sought, by crafting, reconfiguring, and 
juxtaposing these women’s and men’s stories to make them 
speak particularly to her concerns and those of the audience” 
(Ibid: 16).  
Our great interest in Abu-Lughod emerged because of her 
new approach to culture and way of research, which makes 
her a theorist who attempts to break traditions. Additionally 
Abu-Lughod has “attention to textuality and rejection of old 
forms” (Ibid: 25) as we have and she sees that “the outsider 
self never simply stands outside; he or she always has a 
position within a larger political – historical complex.” (Ibid: 
40). To sum up, we use Abu-Lughod because she attempts to 
look at culture in another way similarly to our, she has 
attention to texts and traditions and she acknowledges the 
position of the individual and the researcher in a historical 
context. 
Given our perspective we have chosen to focus mostly on the 
introduction and preface in her book Writing Women’s 
Worlds, since this is where she explains her aim, her thoughts 
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behind, her theory and the structure of the book. Our 
perspective is not to look at what Abu-Lughod's book says 
about the Bedouin women in particular, but more what tools 
she uses and what considerations and reflections she had 
before her analyzes.  
7. Writing Women’s Worlds – Bedouin Stories 
Although we give Abu-Lughod credit for her efforts to write 
without generalizations, othering and categorization, we also 
have lots of comments and critique of her work. To start out 
with we will criticize the different parts of her book and the 
structure; 
7.1 Preface 
In the preface Abu-Lughod depicts her visits to the Bedouin 
Awlad Ali more than once gathering increased insight from 
every visit. She obtains knowledge from the tribe from every 
visit and knowledge of her own work. The understanding she 
received from her research helped in understanding what 
worked and what did not work in her fieldwork. She 
acknowledges this and the importance it has for her work, 
because it gives her a chance to learn from mistakes that 
might have occurred during the fieldwork. She shows 
understanding of the need to revise the executed work to gain 
new knowledge of the best way to conduct fieldwork. These 
experiences might also have made her aware of the flaws and 
lacks of anthropology, which is expressed in her critique of 
the introduction of ‘Writing Women’s World’ in such 
statements as this one; 
‘As a professional discourse that elaborates on the meaning 
of culture difference, anthropology ends up also constructing, 
producing, and maintaining difference.’(Ibid: 12) 
This shows that she is aware of anthropology’s goal to 
investigate the differences within cultures, but also that it 
creates and maintains differentiation amongst different 
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cultures. She also makes the reader aware that anthropology 
needs the ‘other’ because without it there would be no field. 
In other words there would not be anything called 
anthropology and ethnographic studies.  
In the beginning of the preface she talks of her return to the 
tribe with her own family bearing gifts; ‘I was even prouder 
that we had a sheep of respectable size knocking about in the 
trunk of the car and that I sat wedged in the back seat with 
cartons full of unshelled peanuts, green tea, candy, and a 
jumble of combs, mirrors, kerchiefs, hairclips, pens and 
cigarette lighters. My Bedouin friends would recognize that 
these were no ordinary gifts’ (Ibid: XII). 
We believe that this explanation portrays the Awlad ‘Ali as 
essentially different from people of the Western world. She is 
proud of bringing these trinkets and basic belongings and 
makes sure that we know, as readers of the text, that these 
gifts are exotic, rare and valuable treasures for the Bedouin 
tribe. Thereby the cultural differences are highlighted in the 
text and the Awlad ‘Ali ends up potentially being looked 
upon as a very primitive and less evolved community. She 
ends up ‘othering’ the Awlad ‘Ali tribe by exposing them as 
what seems like a less evolved people compared to herself 
and Western people.  
7.2 Introduction 
The introduction in the book has our main focus as this is 
where Abu-Lughod writes about her methods, her critique, 
motivation, intentions etc. We will therefore look into this 
and use the theories we have written about i.e. categorization, 
othering and “us and them”.  
The following subjects are brought up by Abu-Lughod in the 
introduction and we will accordingly criticize them. 
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7.3 Objectivity  
In ‘Writing Women’s Worlds’ Abu-Lughod cannot escape the 
problems and troubles with subjectivity, for she is a woman 
who is writing about other women. Her gender makes it 
difficult for her to be objective, and avoid having a 
predetermined perception of the Bedouin women. She is 
aware of this subjective perception, as she makes the reader 
aware of the fact that feminist scholars have worked both for 
and against the notion of objectivity in feminist and gender 
studies. She introduces that her first intention was to write in 
the voice of a female anthropologist but ’Any attempt to 
isolate what was specific to women writers eventually 
foundered on false essentialism and culture blindness.’ (Ibid: 
3). She is very critical about all her own choices of writing a 
feminist ethnography, especially on what she means by 
‘feminist’ as she did not want it to be an emancipation 
project. She wanted to write in a female anthropologist voice 
yet is aware that there is no universal female voice. She 
criticizes feminism extensively but ends up arguing that, by 
making a feminist ethnography, feminist work encourages a 
heightened consciousness of standpoint and the power 
dynamics of self and other together with the reflexivity in 
fieldwork and writing of the anthropologist. (Ibid: 3-6) 
 She is aware that her first notion would not have worked in 
reality as it seemed impossible to isolate what a female voice 
in anthropology would be. In trying to do this she would 
support a false essentialism in the belief that there is an 
essential understanding that only women can have and not 
men. She talks of the trouble of being biased, how it has been 
discussed and questioned within the field of anthropology. 
‘Building on the apprehension of how much knowledge had 
been granted with no attention to women and scant attention 
to gender, these writers (feminist scholars) had re-examined 
the implications of the claims to objectivity that accompanied 
this knowledge.’ (Ibid: 5) 
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She knows that in anthropology it is important not to be 
biased, and in the above quotation shows that it is important 
to take into consideration how much of the collected 
knowledge was actually influenced by gender relations. 
Although stressing this problem, she has still chosen only to 
investigate the women and not the men of the tribe anyway. 
Showing already predetermined idea of what she wants to 
investigate since; she came to research the lives of the 
Bedouin women through everyday stories. By having her 
mind fixed on exactly what it is she wants to investigate she 
becomes subjective and her mind is closed off from receiving 
other forms of information. Even though the men’s opinions 
regarding for example polygyny, are mentioned in the book, 
it is only when the men are telling the women’s stories of the 
troubles they have living with co-wives. Abu-Lughod never 
really asks the men thorough questions or lets them go into 
depth when she says what they have told her – they only get 
to complain about the wives arguing amongst each other. 
She blocks out the men from the stories, although knowing 
about their lives would give a better impression of how the 
Awlad ‘Ali functions as a whole. By excluding men from the 
investigation, we as readers are robbed of the knowledge of 
Bedouin men’s influence on the society. We get no 
knowledge of how the men affect the women in their lives 
per se. 
7.4 Translation 
The book is written in English but the research was done in 
Bedouin Arab and then translated. This is a source of bias as 
there is a loss in meaning in the translation and this may 
prevent the whole meaning and truth coming forward. 
Although Abu-Lughod acknowledges this problem we think 
that she makes some mistakes in handling the issue (Ibid: 
34). She repeatedly states that she expects the readers to be 
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Westerners, or otherwise Western educated, and has put this 
into consideration when retelling the stories of the Bedouin 
women. We argue that she assumes a category and implies a 
distinction between us and them. A distinction is made 
between the subjects and the audience i.e. the primitive and 
the educated, the exotic and “us”.   
Additionally, Abu-Lughod does not stop altering the source 
after translating them but also states that she has made them 
readable and altered the language itself (Ibid:33-4). Leaving 
out the nicknames spoken by the subjects and changing it to 
the real names because she thinks using nicknames would 
sound silly. She also left out religious references because, as 
argued, including them would alter reality as the religious 
references might not mean the same to the ones referring to 
them as to the readers. Arguing, she did this to make the 
stories “accessible to educated, mostly Western, readers of 
this book” (Ibid: 35). We do not believe this is the right way 
to go about it since changing the use of nicknames takes out 
the actual meaning, and context, of what is said. It makes the 
text more impersonal and it changes “the truth” of what is 
said. Additionally, deleting all religious references, even 
though they might mean something else to the readers than 
the subjects, is also to delete an important part of the 
language and customs of the people. They appear less 
religious and are changed for the purpose of the researcher. 
We call this a kind of Westernization of the language of the 
subjects. Abu-Lughod is not happy about directly translating 
what is said into English with all the nicknames and religious 
references and thinks that this may either make the subjects 
look silly or give the reader the wrong idea about their 
religiosity. She sees the need to make what is said more 
Western and less different from the English language culture 
she comes from.  
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It is our belief that Abu-Lughod is aware of these problems 
because treating the issues by giving, what she thinks, good 
explanations and awareness of the shaping of words of 
people living in societies that are “other than our own” 
(Ibid:17).  
7.5 The religious quotes 
The religious element is very clear in the book as Abu-
Lughod starts every chapter with a quote from the Qur’an in 
connection with the chapter titles. Thereby, contextualizes 
and applies essential importance to religion. She puts the 
stories in a religious context and speaks to the image of the 
Awlad ‘Ali as Muslims in opposition to most of her assumed 
audience (Ibid: 23). As she says, the religious references are 
aimed at the educated hereof mostly Westerners (Ibid: 35). 
To justify the inclusion of these religious quotes, Abu-
Lughod argues that all the women’s stories in this book are 
framed by this religious identity;  
“Given by the place of Islam in the Western imagination and 
its attributed power to determine the lives and thoughts of all 
Muslims, the stories in a critical ethnography must speak to 
this image.” (Ibid: 23) 
She sees religion as a constant element in the Awlad ‘Ali 
society. She justifies the use of the Muslim quotes with 
setting an internal contrast between simple religious 
prescription and complex practices and circumstances. This 
appears like a good justification but, as previously mentioned 
she edited out all religious references in the stories of the 
women for them not to bias the reader’s perception of the 
people by thinking they are overly religious. By deleting all 
the religious references made by the subjects themselves and 
afterwards inserting religious quotes in the beginning of the 
chapter, Abu-Lughod clearly contradicts herself. This shows 
a double moral since she did not want to include the religious 
references in the women’s spoken language but introducing 
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every chapter with a religious quote of her choosing. She 
thereby constructs the text to follow her ideas and not the 
reality of the subjects. It can be argued that Abu-Lughod uses 
the quotes from the Qur’an to justify her position and her 
own limitations. She is western oriented and speaks to her 
own image of Muslims in the text (Ibid: 23-5).  
7.6 Chapters 
Regarding the division of the book into 5 chapters, Abu-
Lughod argues that the chapters are meant to be critical 
commentaries on anthropological modes of understanding 
human existence (Ibid: xvii) and that she has chosen the 
subjects that were most discussed in her time with the Awlad 
‘Ali (Ibid: 15). Although we see her choice of making 
chapter titles as narrowing down the possible meanings of the 
stories to what should be focused on. They are framed in the 
context of the titles and the previously mentioned religious 
quotes are thereby altered and contextualized. Arguing from 
this that they do not stand on their own as unbiased texts 
should.  
Abu-Lughod argues that she uses anthropological logic in the 
arrangement of stories into chapters, especially regarding 
patrilinearity, partrilateral parallel cousin marriage and 
polygyny. She states that it allows one to compare different 
groups and to grasp some basic facts about the way things 
work in a particular place (Ibid: 18). She also sees the 
narrative chapters as critical commentaries on 
anthropological modes of understanding human existence 
(Ibid: xvii). Stressing the complexity of chapters and the 
specificity of the stories (Ibid: 22). 
She has “taken a variety of Bedouin women’s talk and made 
then into five different sorts of narratives.” (Ibid: 32). The 
choices of subject i.e. patrilinearity, polygyny, reproduction, 
partrilateral parallel cousin marriage and honour and shame 
are put in opposite to “the West” regarding the family form, 
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traditions of marriage, religion and numbers of wives. These 
chapter titles are loaded terms for the Western audiences and 
are introduced in the introduction giving the “Westerner” 
hints to what to consider when reading (Ibid: 19-22). 
Especially the choice of the number of wives as subject is in 
opposition to what is common to the audience as such and 
also the notion of honour and shame is normally applied to 
Muslims i.e. different from the common audience that Abu-
Lughod aims for.  
By constructing the stories into chapters under themes shows 
that she assumes the relevance of the subjects to the 
audience. As she states; sought to make the stories speak to 
her own and the audience’s concern. She also admits that she 
edited the stories to fit chapters and make them readable. 
Furthermore, editing out unrelatable and unreadable terms 
(Ibid: 33-4). We find this deeply biasing. The fact that she 
changed and left out details because it would not be relevant 
to the reader shows an academic who is not devoted to 
accuracy and a true depiction.  
7.7 Conclusion 
She also leaves out a conclusion of the book as it would 
imply a certain meaning and have imposed power and 
authority to the expert (Ibid: xvii-xviii). Although we will 
argue that her introduction is a sort of conclusion and puts the 
stories in a context that tells the reader how to interpret them. 
One quote that clearly shows a choice of language as 
concluding is this; “In all cases, it seems to me, the moral of 
the stories is that things are and not are what they seem” 
(Ibid: 19). This follows up to the women still having a choice 
even though patrilinearity is significant in their culture. 
Therefore, concludes on something the reader still has left to 
read.  
She argues that she avoids shaping the meaning of the stories 
by not including a conclusion. So as not to conclude on the 
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stories and leaving the reader to make his or her own 
impression and own analysis of the stories. But by including 
a long introduction on 42 pages which in some ways can be 
seen as contextualizing and shaping the meaning of the 
stories, she does not follow through with her intention of not 
concluding on the stories. She has already done that and 
predetermined the meanings of the stories.  
7.8 Categorization 
Abu-Lughod also acknowledges the issue of groups and 
categories where the subject is not regarded as an individual 
but rather as part of a group or category. She is aware of the 
issue and intends to acknowledge individuality and 
complexity in her approach (Ibid: 19). Argues that she has 
not chosen to write the book as a life history because the 
individual may then appear as isolated from people and 
context (Ibid: 31).  
A problem arises from this idealistic approach, that being the 
difference in the definition of a group and a category but 
most importantly the attempt not to use the two terms. As 
defined earlier in the project, a group is a self defined entity 
and a category is defined by an external observer. From this 
it can be argued that the formation and definition of a group 
is something which occurs naturally within the Bedouin tribe, 
furthermore also reflects the individual more than in 
categorization. Therefore it is not something which can be 
discarded as part of the research. However the argument here 
also stresses the importance of embracing the groups’ power 
of self definition and without interfering with the process in 
order to get an objective result. With categorization the 
problem arises by stating that the use of categories would not 
be adopted as it would cause generalizations which then 
would create the potential of ‘othering’. The fact of the 
matter is that Abu-Lughod does use categorization as she 
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defines specifics of the Awlad ‘Ali. Additionally, she 
organises the research and information to appeal to a western 
audience.  
Abu-Lughod constructs the text for a Western audience, as 
she repeatedly states and, with this in mind, she uses terms 
such as “Bedouin women”, “Muslims”, “Bedouin family” 
and “Community”. Thereby automatically referring to the 
“Western view” on people belonging to these categories 
which may be as different, exotic, primitive and “the other” 
(Ibid: xi-xvii). By using general terms such as Bedouin 
women and Bedouin family she refers to the people in 
general and not as individual families which would be more 
logical when regarding the subject as individual and 
complex. It should be mentioned that Abu-Lughod has 
chosen to use pseudonyms for the families and individuals to 
protect the subjects. She could although have avoided using 
these generalizing terms by naming the families and 
individuals using pseudonyms as intended, in other words, 
family names such as ‘Hussein’ (Ibid: xix). There is therefore 
no excuse for generalizing since she already stressed the big 
problem.  
Additionally, by using the term “community” instead of for 
example the common term “city” and by using the term 
“tents” instead of houses or accommodation, she applies 
anthropological terms to the subjects and thereby 
automatically others them. She also generalizes quite a bit 
using terms such as “these women”, “such a social world” 
and “them” frequently (Ibid: 2). She greatly criticized the 
flaws in anthropology but does not change the approach to 
the research. 
The irony here is that Abu-Lughod states that she firstly will 
not use techniques as categorization and groups’ as it would 
cause generalisation to be made on the individual. However, 
in the way the stories are portrayed to the reader and the 
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structure of them reflect these elements that she argues not to 
use. In many ways she has a very contradictory standard.       
Thus by ignoring the importance of the meaning of groups to 
the individual and the group, Abu-Lughod loses the objective 
view on the subjects. Furthermore, by directing her writing 
towards a western audience she facilitates categorization of 
“them” which then results in othering. 
7.9 Us and them 
Additionally, Abu-Lughod does in no way steer clear of 
imposing a perception of us i.e. her and Westerners and them 
i.e. the Bedouin Awlad ‘Ali. A very important quote to 
illustrate this is; 
“Arriving from America with more family members would 
confirm me as, like them (not simply individuals), but part of 
a family…” (Ibid: xiii) 
This clearly imposes a view of the subjects as radically 
different as the subjects have another way of viewing a 
person i.e. not as an individual but as part of a family. 
Individualism is thereby implied as essential to Western 
people, and the other is thereby the opposite and different. 
Additionally Abu-Lughod repeatedly uses the term “them” 
when referring to the Bedouin Awlad ‘Ali and thereby shows 
a view of the subject as part of a group and not as complex 
individuals as she probably intended (Ibid: xi-xiii). She also 
shows this point of view in this quote; 
“Those of us for whom newspapers and television define 
what is news and books and films constitute our imaginative 
spaces may find it hard to grasp what stories about life and 
people mean in such a social world.” (Ibid: 2) 
She repeatedly opposes the Awlad ‘Ali women and 
Westerners using examples of how different they are from 
her own culture. She makes a classification of them as 
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different, according to norms of the majority that she believes 
to be generally applicable. This classification manifests itself 
by the quote; 
“The tensions that this sort of marriage generates for Awlad 
‘Ali women differ from those we might ourselves imagine.” 
(Ibid: 19) 
 In the preface of the book she writes about the process 
towards civilization of the Awlad ‘Ali where she depicts the 
growing of cinder block houses instead of tents, the 
acquisition of electricity, TV’s and the disappearance of 
farmers moving sheep, goats and camels (Ibid: xiv). Taking 
into consideration what audience Abu-Lughod writes for it is 
clear that she sees the Awlad ‘Ali as essentially primitive and 
uncivilized in her choices of subjects and assumes a shared 
discourse with the audience. 
7.10 Othering 
Abu-Lughod elaborates on the problem of ‘othering’ in the 
introduction in Writing Women’s Worlds as it distances the 
investigated culture from our own Western culture as these 
differences tend to become solid and almost equal to the 
truth. She is aware of the problem but it is also clear that she 
sees the Awlad ‘Ali as “the other” as for example when she 
states that they are “culturally and linguistically different” 
(Ibid: xv). She depicts the people as a minority and says that 
they have a marginal way of life and thereby seeing them as 
essentially different from the majority. An important quote 
says that; 
“The younger generation was becoming aware, as readers of 
this book should too, of how marginal their way of life is…” 
(Ibid: xvi) 
By telling the reader how marginal the Bedouin life is she 
others the Awlad ‘Ali from the Western world. We now 
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know that their world is smaller, less evolved than ours and 
making us aware of the fact that our lives are not marginal, 
but rather a broad fan of opportunities unlike the Bedouins.  
She also stresses that the Awlad ‘Ali are different from the 
majority of the people in Egypt and implies that this is one of 
the reasons why they are interesting to investigate. They are 
different and a minority, therefore, exotic and interesting to 
investigate. She also illustrated a great gap between the West 
and the rest in this quote; 
 “..this communities’ way of depicting life is not 
conventional but instead a depiction of memorable events 
fixed into dramatic stories with fine details” (Ibid: 46) 
Thereby implying that the West is conventional and that the 
Awlad ‘Ali’s people’s ways are unconventional and different.  
It is also noticeable that, just in the act of studying and 
writing about the Awlad ‘Ali, Abu-Lughod sees this people 
as different and “exotic”. Just the act of researching and 
studying this people is exoticizing and othering (Ibid: 1). 
8. Discussion 
Explanations and definitions have been given on the key 
concepts of our project, that of categorization, othering and 
us and them. A discussion of these elements is important as it 
provides an indebt understanding of these. Furthermore, 
acknowledging the links between and the pros and cons of 
them are necessary. The academic circles need to be aware of 
these in order to grasp the concept of academic racism and 
essentially a movement towards avoiding its progression. 
Moreover, the reader must be made aware that within these 
key concepts other issues such as the historical context, 
generalizations, xenophobia and the cultural turn were 
mentioned in order to discuss specific aspects of the main 
concepts of consideration effectively. The discussion on 
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these elements will be demonstrated and exemplified through 
the use of our case study, Writing Women’s Worlds - Bedouin 
Stories by Lila Abu-Lughod. Furthermore, illustrating a 
crucial pitfall of the case, that of good intentions. The 
project’s proposed meaning with good intentions is the 
acknowledgement of limitations in the field of anthropology 
by the researcher and more precisely the obvious disregard of 
such limitations.  
The overall trouble with othering is that it creates a gap 
between cultures, a gap that shows the differences between 
two groups and their traditions. With these realizations the 
more developed community will consider itself superior to 
the less developed and essentially different community. 
It is unavoidable not to provide grounds for othering to 
happen within anthropological work, as is the case for 
categorization. There is a need for contrast between groups to 
be able to learn about another community. In order to learn 
and preserve these communities the application of othering 
helps to show the contrasts between us and them. However, 
the negative association with othering is the difficulties it 
creates resulting in a blurred picture of a community. 
Furthermore, it makes a culture seem alien to people while in 
fact it might not be as different from their culture as othering 
makes it appears.  
Abu-Lughod is aware and critical of the problems associated 
with othering and she explains the essence of the problem as 
culture; ‘The drawback, as I will argue, for those working 
with people in other societies is that generalization can make 
these “others” seem simultaneously more coherent, self-
contained, and different from ourselves than they might be.’ 
(Ibid: 7). The argument here is that the truth about the subject 
will be lost due to categorization and othering while creating 
a false portrayal of a community which is partly created by 
the anthropologists’ perception based on their influences. 
55 
 
This is illustrated in the following, ‘we can nevertheless be 
aware that the degree to which people in the communities 
anthropologists study appear “other” is in part a function of 
how we write about them’ (Ibid:27). With this knowledge the 
interpreter will have better circumstances for interpreting the 
interpreted more truly.  
A recurring theme which runs through the three key concepts 
is that of generalization. It is argued that generalization 
makes the anthropological and sociological, research and 
studies more ascertainable and it avoids looking into any 
detail at the individual. This is understandable under the 
parameters in which anthropology and sociology works, as 
they look at patterns and report overall structure and 
functions of a culture. Metaphorically speaking, only looking 
at the fully grown field and not considering the process of the 
individual seed has gone through to reach the overall 
combined goal of the field. The main problem with 
generalization is the fact that it is not a true representation of 
reality but rather a warped image of it, adjusted to the 
researchers’ hypothesis. This then begs the question; who 
decides that the west is better than the rest?   
More importantly is the realization that there will always be a 
degree of us and them in society. Stated throughout the 
project and during this discussion is that the project is not an 
attempt to come with a solution on how to avoid academic 
racism and thereby potentially wither away issues of 
xenophobia, racism and discrimination. It is rather a project 
with the aim of bringing light and attention to the issue of 
academic racism. One argument based on the realization that 
these issues will never completely vanish from society is that 
there is a call for a larger degree of tolerance among people 
across cultures. 
Another sub-element recurring through all three key concepts 
is that of history but more importantly the historical context 
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in which things are viewed. A historical background of 
academic racism is included in the project to acknowledge 
the historical shaping of cultural studies. Furthermore, the 
academic field today regarding the influence of post-
colonialism and post-structuralism as formerly treated. The 
historical background is also applied in order to contextualize 
the project and the issues treated while acknowledging the 
influences on the field. By doing this, it is obvious that 
history has greatly shaped the field of cultural studies as it is 
seen today. For example, post-colonialism highly regards the 
after play of colonialism by considering the way “the rest” is 
regarded from a Western perspective.  
In connection with the historical background, the power 
element is essential to mention. We argue that power is 
essential in academic racism and thereby is at play 
throughout our project i.e. from the imposition of 
categorization to othering and the differentiation of us and 
them by the analyzer. Power is also created and sustained by 
the remaining opposition of the West and the rest as is argued 
by postcolonialism. It is essential for the anthropologist to 
have power to describe the subject and thereby impose 
academic racism as formerly mentioned. This power is 
sustained and recreated by anthropology and the idea of 
researching a subject that is different from the self.  
Avoiding academic racism is a hard task. As mentioned 
previously, anthropology cannot reach its conclusions under 
present research paradigms without the notion of ‘others’. 
Anthropologists such as Abu-Lughod have attempted to look 
at subjects without categorizing or othering them. However, 
at present, attempts have a high potential of failing as the 
investigated subject is automatically lodged into categories 
and othered from the investigator’s standpoint. From this it 
can be argued that it is near enough impossible to avoid 
othering, categorization and us and them. Furthermore, we 
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are aware that we ourselves in this project have been using 
these terms. However, it is not with the intention to apply 
these terms to an investigation of a culture but to merely 
illustrate the problems associated with them in order to create 
awareness of how academic research and work can create and 
sustain racist perceptions. This area of dispute is labelled as 
academic racism. 
9. Conclusion 
The aim of the project was to introduce and define our self-
constructed term academic racism. We have done this 
through setting a historical background of nation and state 
and academia where we have acknowledged the shaping of 
culture studies today by e.g. postcolonialism, 
poststructuralism and the cultural turn. Additionally, this is 
done by establishing a theoretical basis using culture studies 
theory and defining academic racism i.e. racism that is 
constructed through the choice of vocabulary and method in 
academic produced work. Academic racism creates a 
distance between the interpreter and the interpreted through 
othering and the differentiation of us and them. This is 
sustained through the use of categorization, i.e. the appliance 
of categories that “other” and generalizes the subject through 
power. 
Additionally we wanted to substantiate our claim of the 
existence of the problem with academic racism by treating 
the case of “Writing Women’s Worlds – Bedouin Stories” by 
Lila Abu-Lughod. Her intention was to write a feministic 
ethnographic study in which she wanted to write against 
culture i.e. her theory of retelling stories by Bedouin women 
and thereby avoid generalizations and othering. Abu-Lughod 
is complimented for her proper attention and approach to 
issues of academic racism although it is argued that she does 
not go through with her intentions. In fact she does not 
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succeed in avoiding academic racism as we have argued in 
our critique. The case illustrates academic racism by showing 
an academic who unintentionally imposes othering, 
categorization and the differentiation of us and them as 
argued. But after all we give Abu-Lughod credit for trying to 
think outside the box in an effort to invent new methods of 
doing fieldwork. 
Hopefully, by highlighting the imposition of othering, 
categorization and the differentiation of us and them in the 
case of “Writing Women’s Worlds”, the importance of these 
issues are stressed. As we argue these are imposed by 
anthropologists and are greatly connected with the imposition 
of academic racism. We acknowledge that it is near 
impossible to avoid academic racism in anthropology and 
cultural studies, as anthropology needs the ‘others’ to be. Our 
goal was to create awareness of this topic and hopefully this 
awareness of the problems will be the first step to avoid and 
create more attention to the effects of academic racism. 
Additionally it may also inspire further research and greater 
attempts to avoid it.   
It should be noted that, even though academic racism is 
regarded as unintentional, we see the researchers as 
responsible of creating othering, categorization and a 
differentiation of us and them in their work. But we also 
believe that reservations can be made to avoid it to some 
degree.  
In our opinion a possible way of avoiding academic racism is 
in the way of Paul Gauguin, a world famous French post 
impressionist painter from 1848-1903. He was famous for his 
paintings of the indigenous in Tahiti. To have pictures stand 
alone without comments may be a way to minimize the 
source of bias from the researcher. Although the pictures are 
still in some way biased as the object is positioned, edited, 
chosen etc. by the artist. This way of depicting the subject 
59 
 
may be more reliable and less biased than in an academically 
written work.  
Another option is to do in the way of the producers of the 
BBC show “Tribes”, which is a series of documentaries. In 
the documentaries 2-3 persons travel to a place in the world 
where there is a people who live differently from the majority 
as for example a tribe in the rain forest that lives exclusively 
off the ground. The journalists/researchers hands themselves 
over to this people for a period of time in order to live in the 
same manner as them. This is then filmed and produced. We 
argue that the filming of the exchange between the researcher 
and the subjects helps the audience create their own 
impressions of the subjects or at least it creates a better 
opportunity for the researcher not to bias the outcome. We 
are of course aware that these shows are also edited to create 
entertainment, and we should therefore remain sceptical as to 
what is presented to us. We as audience have to remember 
that BBC is a company who needs to make money and of all 
those hours that have been recorded of the subject we are 
only shown 45 minutes of their lives in each episode.  
Another approach than the one by Abu-Lughod and classical 
anthropology could be to look at the subject without defining 
it as part of a group but rather as a complex individual with a 
unique history and life story. Our critique has led up to this 
possibility but it is also dangerous to change ones angle as 
this will also raise a lot of issues and may be dangerous. One 
may disregard the importance of other people and group 
definitions when only looking at the individual. One should 
therefore attempt to find a mid way.  
When writing a critical project like this, where we criticize 
academics and an area within academia, it is important to 
stress that we do not regard ourselves as greater academics 
than the ones we criticize. We are merely second year 
students at university and do not have the expertise and 
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knowledge of academics such as Lila Abu-Lughod. The 
reason why we see ourselves in a position to write a critical 
project is merely because we found a problem in academia 
that we do not think is properly treated. We therefore wanted 
to write this project in order to help fill the gap and inspire 
others to go in the same direction.  
It is also important to note that it is not possible to make an 
actual conclusion in a project like this as it is more a call for 
attention on an issue and not an actual proposal for a 
solution. In conclusion, we hope to have succeeded in 
bringing light to and more attention on the issue of academic 
racism. It is our justified belief based on our research that we 
have made the proper ground work with the potential to 
illustrate the issue and hopefully bring attention to the 
problem of academic racism within cultural studies.  
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Future Perspectives 
One could look into other ways of doing fieldwork such as 
the documentaries in Tribe by the BBC and other such 
phenomena where the exchange between researcher and 
subject are filmed and the audience is given more space to 
attain their own impressions.  
Our future perspective of this project is to further develop on 
the project in later academic work. One could propose to do a 
research and attempt to avoid imposing academic racism on 
the subjects and try out in praxis whether it is possible and 
how it could be done. One could also read more 
anthropological literature on the subject than we have and 
learn more. Although, we have chosen to focus on the 
theoretical part and not on other anthropological works 
besides Abu-Lughod’s as this was our focus.  
We are aware that the problem of academic racism is not 
easy to solve but hopefully our project will inspire and bring 
awareness to the issue within cultural studies. We hope 
awareness will be raised regarding academic racism in 
society as we see awareness as the first step against fighting 
racism on all levels of society.  
Group Process 
From the group formation the 3rd of February until the 22nd of 
March we met about 1-2 times a week where we each time 
discussed in a dynamic manor the direction and formulation 
of our project. Through this process of discussion we all 
agreed on the direction of our project and this resulted in us 
all seeing the potential future career aspirations in this 
particular field. This interest has been furthered and 
facilitated through our meetings with Leif Emil and also 
through a debate forum which we had with Professor Louise 
Tranekjær responsible for Cultural Encounters at Roskilde 
University. Besides that we explored different resources 
concerning our topic of interest in order to specify and 
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delimit our project. From this we also became more aware of 
the problem, the specifics of this problem and a realistic 
approach to view, explore and tackle it. All this in order to 
highlight our area of interest but most importantly making the 
reader aware of an issue previously ignored. 
From the 22nd of March and the 25th of May we met about 3-
6 times a week while working both individually and as a 
group in the writing process. We gave each other homework 
for the next meetings each time and worked dynamically as a 
group. We met with our Supervisor Leif Emil once every 
second or third week where we each time as a group gathered 
material which we have sent to him beforehand. Additionally 
we found ourselves working as we think a group ought to i.e. 
by getting the best out of our time together and apart, getting 
inspiration from one another and inspiring a good work 
moral.  
Methodology and Theory of Science 
The project is first of all theoretical and treats theoretical 
problems within culture studies, especially theories from 
postcolonialism, poststructuralism and sociological culture 
studies. 
We have had great focus on our language and aimed at using 
a formal and consistent language regarding logic throughout 
the project. We have attempted to follow an academic 
procedure in the establishment of historical context, the 
development of a theoretical basis and in the analysis of the 
case. We have done our best to establish a sound argument 
pro the existence of and problem with academic racism 
throughout the project by using theoretical sources in 
connection with epistemology and to substantiate our claims.  
We started out with defining academic racism and the 
idea/problem was elaborated on in the project. Following, a 
63 
 
historical context of the phenomena, academic racism, and 
the field of contemporary culture studies was established. 
The three theoretical phenomena othering, categorization and 
the differentiation of us and them were then defined and 
explained. This was by the use of, amongst others, Stuart 
Hall, Richard Jenkins and Lila Abu-Lughod in order to make 
a theoretical basis of our claim of the existence of academic 
racism.  
The linguistic and cultural turns were then defined and 
acknowledged as shaping our project. Following on from 
this, Abu-Lughod and her theories were elaborated on and, 
by using the acquired knowledge regarding theories from the 
field of culture studies were then applied in order to criticise 
the case justly and effectively.  
Although we believe that we have worked systematically and 
effectively on this project we still think that we could have 
done more, but could not because of lack of pages and time 
pressure.  
We would have liked to have read more theories by other 
anthropologists with different angles on the issue, which 
could have given the project different ideas and perspectives 
and could have infused more to academic racism. Although 
in the form of our project our focus was primarily on theory 
and not the case study of Abu-Lughod, which was merely to 
illustrate the problem and not the primary focus. One could 
further investigate other approaches to academic racism on 
other semesters and projects.  
Additionally we would have liked to have taken Abu-
Lughod’s second version of the preface from 2008 into 
consideration, although it was discovered too late in the 
project process and we did therefore not have enough time to 
use it.  
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Coming up with our own term, and working on 
contextualizing, substantiating and applying it, has 
implemented much research and thereby resulted in a very 
fruitful and inspiring learning process throughout the writing 
of and research for the project.  
We have learned a great deal of how to do a theoretical 
project and how to be critical on a self-constructed term. 
Additionally we have gained a great insight into the field of 
culture studies and come to clear terms with individual 
interests in the field.  
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